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Strange Music: Engaging Imagina-
tively with the Family of Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning from a Creole 
and Black Woman’s Perspective 
LAURA FISH
My  novel in progress Strange Music (Jonathan Cape, forthcoming, 2008) offers a fictional exploration of the family of Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
from Elizabeth’s own perspective and from that of a Creole and a black woman, 
and juxtaposes the three women’s experiences at a moment of crisis within 
the Barrett family itself. Strange Music may be more accurately described as a 
work of bio-fiction, where the distinction between fact and fiction becomes 
clouded. It is set between 1837 and 1840 in Torquay in Devon and at the 
Great Houses of Cinnamon Hill and Greenwood, former homes of the Bar-
rett family in Jamaica. The title is taken from the first letter Robert Browning 
sent to Elizabeth, dated January 10, 1845:
I love your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett,—and this is no 
off-hand complimentary letter that I shall write. . . . I can give a reason 
for my faith in one and another excellence, the fresh strange music, the 
affluent language, the exquisite pathos and true new brave thought—but 
in this addressing myself to you, your own self, and for the first time, 
my feeling rises altogether. I do, as I say, love these Books with all my 
heart—and I love you too.1
The two main texts that led me to conceive of the work in its current 
form are Elizabeth’s poem “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point”2 and Easton 
Lee’s “Strategy.”3 Elizabeth completed “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” 
for American abolitionists during her honeymoon. It was first published in 
the anti-slavery annual The Liberty Bell in 1848.4 “I am not mad: I am black” is 
the slave woman narrator’s haunting refrain. The poem expresses Elizabeth’s 
hatred of slavery and the plantation system from which her family wealth was 
derived. It is with extraordinary power and depth of emotion—considering 
Elizabeth’s situation at the time—that the poet deals with the multiple rape 
by white plantation workers of a slave woman and the birth of the mixed race 
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child from whom she feels estranged. I will look at some of the factors that 
enabled Elizabeth to express such a sentiment later in this essay. The slave 
mother runs away from the plantation where her lover was earlier murdered, 
suffocates the child, and buries the corpse in black earth, the blackness of the 
earth symbolizing the color of the mother’s own skin: “I am black you see,— / 
And the babe who lay on my bosom so, / Was far too white, too white for 
me.” The slave is caught, flogged, and dies, so it is suggested that both mother 
and child find union and liberty in death.
Easton Lee’s “Strategy” presents an opposing but equally controversial 
and challenging narrative point of view, that of an elderly black woman ad-
vising a young female slave to sleep with a white master. The older woman’s 
stance presents a strategy for obtaining power and security from the white 
man. Her advice is explicit:
so no tell no man for dem won’t understand.
Some a di Busha dem love black flesh
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
When you get in a him bed
shut you eye tight, grit you teeth
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
for all you want is a brown baby
that guarantee privilege and the more the merrier.
Is a sure way fi start teck whey Backra power.
Black women’s experiences of slavery differed significantly from those of men. 
In the last thirty years some historical work has drawn attention to these dif-
ferences, and at the same time there has been increasing awareness that this 
is a subject area that has been overlooked in literature. 
The diary of Thomas Thistlewood, a white estate overseer and small 
landowner, provides records of births, infant mortality rates, and the high 
numbers of miscarriages, runaways, and acts of rebellion, giving valuable 
insights into health issues and women’s resistance to Jamaican plantation life 
in the mid to late eighteenth century.5 Thistlewood had sexual relations with 
female slaves with remarkable regularity.6 The Family of the Barrett, Jeanette 
Marks’ book on the Barretts’ Jamaican backgrounds, includes passages that 
describe mixed race relationships as commonplace. For example:
When a large West Indian proprietor was being examined by a com-
mittee of the House of Lords in 1832, he was asked: “Can you name 
any overseer, driver, or other person in authority, who does not keep 
a mistress?”
The Proprietor replied, “I cannot.”7
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Evidence shows that the miserable working conditions and harsh treatment 
female slaves received from overseers were no less severe during pregnancy 
and childbirth. Barbara Bush’s study illustrates that overseers who made 
concessions for childbearing women were few:
As slave owners and overseers had little regard for women slaves in 
their reproductive capacity, it is hardly surprising that they suffered 
from so many gynecological disorders. . . . “Monk” Lewis who was 
genuinely concerned about the welfare of his female slaves, commented 
strongly on the general atmosphere of callous indifference to the 
female slaves. Having received several reports of white book-keepers 
and overseers kicking women in the womb, often crippling them or 
their unborn children, he felt entitled to state that white overseers 
and book-keepers “kick black women in the belly from one end of 
Jamaica to another.”8
By weaving together three first-person narratives (one of them based 
on Elizabeth’s runaway slave), I illustrate the degrading nature of the posi-
tion of women in Jamaican slave society. By repositioning and offering new 
perspectives on the Barretts, my novel also echoes some of the themes of Jean 
Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea,9 which is an important example of writing back to, or 
rewriting, the nineteenth-century canonical text Jane Eyre (1847). In Charlotte 
Brontë’s novel, Bertha Mason, Creole heiress and first wife of Mr. Rochester 
is not only marginalized in the narrative, but is literally hidden away, confined 
to the attic of Mr. Rochester’s house as a madwoman. In Rhys’s novel, Bertha, 
formerly Antoinette Cosway, from the Creole plantation-owning class, is locked 
into a troubled marriage with the cold and increasingly cruel Englishman, Mr. 
Rochester. Wide Sargasso Sea is partly set in Jamaica and draws upon Rhys’s 
experience of visiting her grandfather’s estate in Dominica as a child. Rhys’s 
interest is in recuperating the life of Bertha/Antoinette and, although she 
is portrayed as a tragic Caribbean female character, re-centering the hitherto 
marginalized West Indian and female narrative. The novel is particularly in-
teresting and relevant for its representation of the Creole woman’s experience, 
her dependence and vulnerability, and her relationship with other ethnic 
groups in the Caribbean. 
Like Antoinette, Kaydia, one of the main protagonists in Strange Music, 
looks to a white man for her salvation. In Rhys’s work the narrative perspective 
alternates between Mr. Rochester and Antoinette, and the legacy of slavery 
appears to destroy the possibility of characters moving forward. As with Wide 
Sargasso Sea, each voice in my novel arises in a setting where the question of 
whether anyone will listen is real and urgent (the reader listens, of course, 
but this is outside the frame of the fiction), and the voices take the reader 
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on a journey into a character and a society. The juxtaposition of the three 
female voices in Strange Music provides the basis for another more speculative 
journey, one that shows how people might imaginatively understand and have 
solidarity with those they do not directly know. I have wanted to sustain a 
tension between the reality of each woman’s isolation and the possibility of 
their unrealized solidarity, between the immediate pressures on them and 
their longing for a different world. The book therefore expresses hope and a 
possibility of liberation and change. 
Other purposes behind my use of multiple narratives are to engage 
imaginatively with contrasting experiences of women in the institution of 
slavery, to make more central hitherto marginalized narratives and perspec-
tives “from within” the Barrett family, and to foreground and present the 
characters’ struggle to overcome how they believe they are perceived. Before 
presenting short excerpts from each of the three voices, I want to discuss ad-
ditional ideas that have influenced my work and demonstrate how relations 
between the original literary texts of “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” 
and “Strategy” and the creative process were developed. 
“It seems that the most striking aspect of the black presence in imperial 
fiction is its human absence,” points out Frances Mannsaker in The Black 
Presence in English Literature.10 And yet in terms of understanding the absence 
of black women, even this book is a symptom of the problem; the text focuses 
almost exclusively on the male absence, ignoring the absence of black women. 
The black woman, as in so many critical and fictional works, becomes “the 
other,” lurking in the shadows, emerging only as a ghostly figure. Many liter-
ary works today, as Salman Rushdie said of J. M Coetzee’s Disgrace,11 “do not 
shine a light upon darkness but merely become a part of the darkness they 
describe.”12 I would like to suggest that this is due, in part, to a failure of 
imagination in the creative writer. The portrayal of black characters by white 
writers has largely been perceived as difficult; they are often portrayed in 
roles that are stereotypical and grotesque. Black men, when they do figure, 
are generally portrayed as a negative force. Black women barely figure at all 
in imperial and contemporary literature, and when they do, they mainly fill 
a maternal role and rarely speak.
In, for example, Coetzee’s Disgrace black South African women are 
virtually absent. Petrus’ wife says only two words: “Thank you.” She “is 
young—younger than Lucy—pleasant-faced rather than pretty, shy, clearly 
pregnant” (p. 129), but does not understand English. She is probably fluent 
in more than one other African language, although Coetzee does not bring 
this to the reader’s attention. As readers we learn very little about her. 
Similar problems concerning the exclusion and the limited characteriza-
tion of black women may be found in Doris Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing.13 
This novel catches the quality of Lessing’s early life in Southern Rhodesia 
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(now Zimbabwe). The author has been widely praised for her presentation of 
the white woman’s experience of Africa and also for the way in which she uses 
this, together with all the lack of insight of her characters, to say something 
about the situation of Rhodesia itself. The central white female character, 
Mary, displays a hatred of the black race that becomes more extreme when 
she is faced with the women. In the following extract it is evident that Mary’s 
loathing of what she perceives as the black woman’s maternal nature is all the 
more ferocious because this is an attribute she lacks. The reader is invited to 
understand this state as an aspect of her psychological malaise—a condition 
which arises from and is endemic to the social and political circumstances of 
the society in which Mary lives:
If she disliked native men, she loathed the women. . . . Above all, she 
hated the way they suckled their babies, with their breasts hanging 
down for everyone to see; there was something in their calm satisfied 
maternity that made her blood boil. “Their babies hanging on to them 
like leeches,” she said to herself shuddering. (pp. 94-95)
Lessing has said that “colour prejudice is not our original fault, but only one 
aspect of the atrophy of the imagination that prevents us from seeing our-
selves and every creature that breathes under the sun.”14 She and Rushdie are 
similar in their perceptions that failure of the imagination is the root cause 
of racism. Whether Lessing’s implicit criticism of the white characters seeks 
to present the experience of black individuals or is an alignment with a black 
subjectivity is questionable, however, as her approach inevitably leaves out 
the black voice or consciousness. 
The responsibility of writing about and engaging directly with the experi-
ences of black women has therefore, in the main, fallen on the shoulders of 
black women alone. In the United States significant numbers of published 
black women writers have retrieved the African American experience: Toni 
Morrison, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Zora Neale Hurston, to name a few. 
Black feminist theories of black women as “the other of the other” are sug-
gestively presented by Gwendolyn Mae Henderson, one of the contributors 
to Reading Black, Reading Feminist: A Critical Anthology.15 bell hooks and Angela 
Davis have provided classic studies on the axis of triple oppression—race, 
gender, class.16 
Toni Morrison believes the African American experience became a 
unifying force for the American immigrant population.17 It would appear that 
what writers can and cannot do depends on what precedes them. In Britain 
the literary or historical equivalent to the space created for black literature 
through resistance and social change—the civil rights movement, affirmative 
action, etc.,—is not as pronounced as in the United States. Also, the spaces 
created imaginatively by the women writers mentioned above and male writ-
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ers such as James Baldwin, William Faulkner, and Richard Wright, are not as 
well established or as well recognized in British culture. Yet there is no lack of 
historical material out of which black British women’s writing can be made, 
and the history of the Barrett family is one of many sources.
The story of relations between the Barretts and black women and men 
dates back to 1655 when Hercie Barrett, one of Elizabeth’s ancestors, sailed 
into Port Royal, Jamaica. Elizabeth was descended from generations of Jamai-
can slave-holders and, according to Julia Markus’ Dared and Done, believed 
she had African ancestry, though this theory is disputed by many academics.18 
Jeanette Marks’s The Family of the Barrett and Robin Assheton Barrett’s The 
Barretts of Jamaica19 both provide extensive references and sources on the Bar-
retts’ fortunes through sugar and slavery. 
Marjorie Stone offers a context to “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s 
Point” within the history of the Barrett family and discusses some of the 
possible sources which may have influenced its production in “Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning and the Garrisonians.”20 She also explains Elizabeth’s abil-
ity to achieve her leap of imagination, for want of a better term, regarding 
the presentation of a black female subjectivity, by considering evidence for 
Elizabeth’s developing abolitionist views and her knowledge of anti-slavery 
writing and its conventions.
In Colonialism and Gender, from Mary Wollstonecraft to Jamaica Kincaid, 
Moira Ferguson makes a similar claim for her list of writers as that made by 
Stone for Elizabeth. Ferguson argues that Mary Wollstonecraft, the Hart 
sisters, Jane Austen, Jean Rhys, and Jamaica Kincaid 
were bound by their participation in a discourse about East Caribbean 
and British women and African-Caribbean slaves, which they were 
determined to extend and amplify to fit different situations. . . . Their 
relations to this discourse varied significantly, however, according to 
situation and cultural context and the specific political and spiritual 
goals that these authors had in mind.”21 
Ferguson’s text suggests that “focusing on the specific colonial situation per-
mitted women to see and say things--especially in the sexual area--that they 
might not otherwise have seen and said” (p. 1). In Subject to Others, however, 
Ferguson is critical at times of white British women for their use of the slavery 
issue in ways that reflected their concerns about gender. She accuses them 
also of writing and speaking of Africans as
a totalized, undifferentiated mass, denying the Continent and its 
people any authentic heterogeneity. Despite anti-slavery beliefs, they 
retained the view of slavers: they imagined slaves as essentially different 
from themselves. In fact, they drew on stereotypes of slaves and slavery, 
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as well as Africans and Africa, that had become part of an orthodox 
perspective during one hundred and fifty years of anti-slavery protest. 
Slaves had become near-fixed embodiments of a Eurocentric sense of 
slave reality. 22
As Stone observes, “The literature associated with British female so-
cieties generally emphasised the passivity of blacks, their lack of ‘ability to 
speak for themselves,’ and their need for the ‘maternalistic’ intervention of 
white ladies.” Yet not only does “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” give 
to a black woman the ‘gift’ of speech, it portrays “a female slave who rebels 
against her double burden of sexual as well as racial oppression” by depict-
ing the multiple rape of a slave woman by white male slave holders, and, in 
offering a “detailed representation of infanticide,” it also provides a “striking 
anticipation of Francis Harper’s ‘The Slave Mother, a Tale of the Ohio’ and 
Toni Morrison’s Beloved.”23
In terms of the history of literary publication, as Joan Anim-Addo says 
in her essay “Sister Goose’s Sister’s,”24 it was through early slave narratives and 
testimonies that “black women were first allowed voice, specifically to speak 
of their condition.” Anim-Addo argues that “the nature of the testimonial 
discourse and its particular framing of the African-Caribbean voice relate to 
future publication silence.” 
As I discussed earlier, many well-known contemporary authors still ap-
pear to be constrained by a particular set of beliefs and unable to explore and 
invest in “the other.” Is there an obligation on the writer to overcome this 
silence? What rights does the literary imagination have and what restrictions 
can be placed on it? Entering the maze of impossibility or possibility in mak-
ing value judgments about art and literature, or about the relation between 
artistic freedom and ethical and political obligation, can lead to bewilderment. 
It certainly poses many questions.
Look at how the role of the writer has been defined in the last sixty 
years and consider two different accounts of the writers’ obligation: one is 
from Sartre’s What Is Literature25 and the other from Poetic Justice by Martha 
Nussbaum, the American philosopher.26 In What Is Literature Sartre claims 
that “there can be no great work of literature which contributes to the op-
pression of man by man” (p. viii). Sartre insists that the novel is inevitably 
involved in the struggle for freedom, democracy, and social justice, and that 
the social world places inescapable responsibilities on the writer. Sartre also 
says that “silence is a moment of language,” and one has the right to ask the 
writer: “Why have you spoken of this rather than that, and—since you speak in 
order to bring about change—why do you want to change this rather than that? 
. . . One is not a writer for having chosen to say certain things, but for having 
chosen to say them in a certain way” (pp. 14-15). It is through literature, he 
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writes, that reality is created, and experiences are realized and formed from 
the narrative perspective presented by the author: “He knows that words . . . 
are ‘loaded pistols.’ If he speaks, he fires. He may be silent, but since he has 
chosen to fire, he must do it like a man, by aiming at targets, and not like a 
child, at random, by shutting his eyes and firing merely for the pleasure of 
hearing the shot go off ” (p. 14).
Whereas Sartre sees writing as a matter of social and political obliga-
tion, Martha Nussbaum’s ethical approach is concerned with social issues. 
Nussbaum’s book Poetic Justice focuses on the relation between imaginative 
literature and ethics. Like Sartre, Nussbaum believes that narratives in literary 
texts can provide the basis for constructing identities and setting. Through 
sensitive discernment readers can identify, sympathetically and yet impartially, 
placing themselves in different characters’ shoes, being wise to the experience 
of others, or to use the pun—becoming “other-wise.” Nussbaum draws upon 
the work of Walt Whitman and suggests that the literary artist is “the equal-
izer of his age and land,” that narratives can provide the stimulus for social 
change and, in turn, may be a remedy for social inequalities by offering readers 
“the ability to imagine, vividly, and then to assess judicially, another person’s 
pain, to participate in it and then to ask about its significance, [thus provid-
ing] a powerful way of learning what the human facts are and of acquiring a 
motivation to alter them” (p. 90-91).
What is the relation between the post-modern literary imagination and 
the social, political, and ethical responsibility of the writer? One of the main 
symptoms of the postmodern imagination is that it is reproductive. As Richard 
Kearney says in The Wake of Imagination: art is no longer a leap into the future 
but a replay of quotations from the past.27 As Kearney explores the powers of 
imagination and imagined life in postmodern western culture, he shows how 
the postmodern imagination can evade social and ethical responsibilities. He 
discusses the essential and yet paradoxical nature of the limits of the existential 
imagination in relation to the negation of “the other”: 
the existential imagination is compelled to confront the absurd limits 
of its existence as a being-in-the-world-with-others. It can, of course, 
choose to negate these limits. Indeed its very illusion of absolute au-
tonomy is constructed on the basis of such negation. But negation, as 
Sartre reminds us, is also and in all cases a mode of relating, however 
destructively, to the other. . . . We cannot live with the other and we 
cannot live without him. (p. 248)
Is there an obligation on the writer to overcome the silence of the op-
pressed or the silence of the unheard “other”? My work arises in a climate of 
debate, not one of settled conclusion. There have been many definitions of 
art, its function, and the roles art can play. The novelist Jeanette Winterson 
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said in a recent interview: “Art is about emotion and intellect. Art’s function 
has been to challenge. Its new role can be to heal.”28 One of the challenges 
I have taken up in my own work is how to address the need for atonement, 
how to transform a history of human absence of “the other” into a work of 
fiction. I have tried to focus on the relationship between the literary imagina-
tion and the social, political, and ethical responsibility and obligation of the 
writer. I have tried, as Jeanette Winterson says, “To think into the experiment 
of others” (“UEA interview”).
My novel Strange Music is set before Elizabeth Barrett met Robert Brown-
ing. The process of developing it involved using the practice of creative writing 
as a research method. It may seem to many paradoxical that creativity can 
be considered as a research method; however, in Research Methods in English: 
Creativity, Jon Cook argues that:
one way of giving substance to the idea of writing as a research method, 
depends upon the idea that writing is a means of discovery. This in 
turn assumes that the kinds of discovery made are connected to the 
development of technique. To conceive of writing as discovery or tech-
nique implies the necessity of rewriting, and it also calls for a practice 
of writing informed by extensive reading. If these conditions are met 
then I think it is appropriate to call writing a research method.29
With Strange Music, because much of the writing was experimental 
and functioned as an act of reaching back into Elizabeth’s poetry and corre-
spondence, and forward into the novel, the practice of developing technique 
became a method of research, a method of discovery. The writing is also a 
method of reconstructing histories, histories that had been erased—in the 
case of black women and men associated with the Barrett family history—or 
obscured by myths, the myths about Elizabeth as the middle-class pining 
heroine of Wimpole Street and not the conflicted descendent of Jamaican 
slaveholders and abolitionist advocate. 
The narrators are Kaydia, a domestic maid; Sheba, a field worker; and 
Elizabeth Barrett herself. The novel draws on the postmodern notion that his-
tory consists of multiple, even contradictory, versions. In Kaydia’s and Sheba’s 
narratives experience is all-encompassing: their narratives express the intensity 
of the particular atmosphere of deep uncertainty in which many Jamaican 
women lived after emancipation in 1833 and aim to capture what Kenneth 
Ramchand termed in The West Indian Novel and its Background “a terrified 
consciousness.”30 Like Jamaica, Kaydia and Sheba are struggling to escape a 
tragic past but one which seems ever present. In the case of the third voice, 
Elizabeth’s, although she is geographically and emotionally at a distance, she 
is trying to reach out to Kaydia and Sheba, which, during the period on which 
I concentrate, is part of the process of her maturing as a writer. 
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Throughout the work issues of insanity and escape emerge; however, 
Elizabeth’s narrative voice includes extracts from the poet’s actual letters and 
offers a very different kind of confinement to that of the other voices—that 
of a genteel woman living in the Victorian era. This has led me to writing 
in Jamaican patois juxtaposed with the idiom of a socially advantaged Eng-
lish woman living in the Victorian era. During the period on which I focus 
Elizabeth is at the climax of her illness in Torquay (where she was sent by Dr. 
Chambers in September 1838; she remained there until 1841) and obsessed 
with the sea and night and death. She seems caught in a triangular conflict 
with the forces of her father, invalidism, and opium. Elizabeth’s brother Sam 
is also a key figure in the book. His death in Jamaica is the main event con-
necting Elizabeth with Kaydia and Sheba.
Correspondence between Elizabeth’s father, Edward Moulton-Barrett 
and Hope Masterton Waddell, a Presbyterian minister working on the Bar-
rett estates, reveals that Sam had a black mistress called Mary Ann who was 
very young, possibly not even in her teens. Jeanette Marks alludes strongly to 
moral lapses in Sam’s behavior and suggests that stories about his goings-on 
were infamous on the island.31 
Sheba’s narrative shares the trauma of infanticide presented in “The 
Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” and incorporates a contrasting African 
tribal belief that, because her child was not yet nine days old at the time of 
death, it might be considered as a wandering spirit returning to the spirit 
world. Her narrative tackles the complex problem of how a tragic past can 
be accommodated in memory, and explores the psychological effects of rape 
resulting in a mother murdering her baby.
Kaydia’s voice offers an opposing but equally controversial point of 
view. She conceives a child from her white master (thus reflecting the advice 
given by the old woman in Easton Lee’s “Strategy”), in an attempt to obtain 
power and security from him and attract him away from her own daughter. 
In the course of the novel, when Kaydia meets her mother (Rebecca Laslie), 
she discovers that she is related directly to the Barretts. 
The Barretts of Jamaica actually had numerous mixed race children who 
were related to Elizabeth’s own branch of the Barrett family. For example, 
George Goodin Barrett had six children by a slave, Elissa Peters: Thomas, 
William, Ann, Maria, Samuel, and Richard. The Jamaican Barrett wills also 
suggest relations between the white male Barretts and their black female 
slaves and housemaids.32 Charles John Moulton-Barrett (Elizabeth’s brother 
Stormie) settled with a Creole woman in Jamaica. Samuel Moulton Barrett 
(Elizabeth’s favorite uncle) left his “female servant attendant Rebecca Laslie 
of Cinnamon Hill” one hundred pounds “in consideration of her attention 
to me during my illness.” Elizabeth writes to Miss Mitford in a letter dated 
February 1, 1844: “We, you know, number our cousins after the tribes of 
Israel” (BC, 8:181). 
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One of the convictions I had in the early stages of writing—and this 
developed into a feeling that helped to shape the novel—was that I could 
find a way to present women who are seeking to discover ways to overcome 
or change their circumstances and sense of being trapped. I wanted to find a 
way to celebrate this, to write a song of liberation, as opposed to presenting 
characters as victims striving against all the odds. My attempt was, as T. S Eliot 
said in Tradition and the Individual Talent, to create not only “a perception of 
the pastness of the past, but of its presence.”33 Such a notion or paradigm is 
not postmodern only—one could argue that it is also precisely this vision of 
history that Robert Browning presents in The Ring and the Book. 
**********************************
EXCERPTS FROM STRANGE MUSIC
Prologue
Kaydia
Friday 14th February 1840
In blue light Mister Sam lies, sickly face sweating yellow. Hips, shins, 
spine—him body curl up making spiral shell shape.
 Lifting him into bed don’t go easy. He retches, shudders, gasping for 
breath. But I can’t feel pity. Did him lips touch my cheek? Did him hands 
stroke my body? How we did share four-poster, I’m thinking, when he fills my 
soul with grief? Grief and deep dread. 
 Mister Sam moans weakly. Spit strands link lightly parted lips. I dab 
him mouth dry on my grey skirt, wrench mattress straight against wall, tug 
shoulders forward, wedge lace pillow beneath him head. Neck floppy him head 
lolls back sliding into softness—Mister Sam mustn’t go. Not yet. He told me to 
wait at bedside. But I choose to run because I can’t cure bad fever like this.
 Fast I go from blue bed chamber to tell Pa to fetch doctor Demar. Sea’s 
facing me. Silver-pink clouds. Cordia flowers bright and orange speckle coarse 
blades of grass, buckle beneath my bare feet.
Below great house I pass overseer’s house by sugar works, barracks for 
book keeper, masons, carpenters. I pass trash house, plantation path sweep-
ing round and down to coast road. I reach wharf planks. Ship’s sails flap as 
rigging grows taut.
Pa’s on wharf planks, heading for main wharf hut. Striding along wood 
strips cool-like he gives me a glance. Him face kinda snarl up like a dog’s but 
inside him starts laughing. 
Pa don’t know why Mister Sam mustn’t go. Not before a will’s made 
fully. Orange sun ball perches on blue ocean rim. 
‘Pa,’ I shout, approaching him back. ‘Pa, fetch doctor Demar fe Mister 
Sam.’ 
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Pa stretches bony arms; legs slowly clamber down from plank wharf, 
wade into clear shallow sea; water laps round him knee. Pa leans against strong 
sour evening light, angry ocean blue. He don’t speak. My head’s burning. Pa, 
you can’t see?
Wet up to him waist, wading onto shore, Pa’s soaked overalls stick on 
him body. 
Pa shakes him feet, saying, ‘Yu hot wid fiah. Wot yu waan?’ Then he 
strides back onto coast road, saltwater running from clothes. 
Pa’s spirit unleashes like green-bronze flash of gecko. ‘How come yu 
come on such a day as dis? Yu don’t know wot day is it?’ 
I say, ‘No.’
‘It Friday’s birthday.’ 
Inside I’m moving so I say, ‘Wot bout May’s or Mary Ann’s or mine? 
Yu don’t know wen dat is?’ 
Pa says, ‘No.’ Him voice leave no questions. But I look at him, questions 
whirling round my head.
Fast I run to plantation path to Pa’s brother, Dick. Because he my uncle 
and knows about Pa. Dick’s bamboo hut’s raised off soft sandy earth, keep-
ing cool. Dick’s humming, ‘Hi! De buckra, hi!’ Having no work til Mister 
Sam sends orders he sits on top step edge, waiting, watching like he knows 
why I come. 
Dick, him eye walking up and down, spying from under hat brim, says 
loud, ‘Because yu are of one blood ave noting more to do wid im.’ 
‘But we living in same place,’ I say. 
‘Me cyan say wot mek Pa wot e is. Yu betta go back to de great house,’ 
uncle Dick says. Standing up, wordless, Dick turns round. I feel him wanting 
to break talk off. Him feet siss then, edging away.
Conch-blow bellows Fuuuuffuu-ffuu like it struggles free from a monster’s 
heart swooping through air, roaring towards quietly hunched tamarind trees 
edging plantation path. I’m staring past Dick at hut’s outline, washed-out 
sky—there’s space for sky between branches, leaves—and as conch-blow hurries 
into it, Dick’s cold words close in on me.
Chapter One
Elizabeth
3, Beacon Terrace, Torquay
Friday 13th November 1838. 
My dearest Miss Mitford,
My beloved father has gone away; he was obliged to go two days ago, and took 
away with him, I fear, almost as saddened spirits as he left with me…
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Ah! My bed is shaken with vibrations! The steam packet arrives! Soon 
Crow will knock with my tray, for that dreadful hour, eleven o’clock, is close 
at hand—as are letters to me from Papa and Georgie. 
Every morning at eleven o’clock I am made to take asses milk and 
soup, and a meal in the evening at six. Oysters or macaroni. At these times 
I have no appetite; this surprises me not for ever since my eyes first opened 
I have felt hunger only for books. Though oysters have on occasion proven 
reasonably palatable. 
It is as though I hang by a thread between life and death, and can feel 
with each morsel my weight increase. Bro says I have grown vain. Guilt is the 
substance that fills me. Any desire to eat left me in March last. Since then I 
have shed weight as the snake sheds skin. In but three months I shall be thirty-
three yet my anxiety increases as does my weakness. Dr. Barry believes blisters 
and leeches will remedy this. Doctors, to be sure, can be full of absurdities. 
Slanted up against piles of cushions and pillows with this revolving 
in my head I seem unable to find comfort and unable to sleep. I am deeply 
troubled by a dream I had last night in which all the passengers of a West 
Indies vessel, except two rescued by Bro, were drowned. I fear I have dreamt 
this before—that makes my heart tremble and I fear, deeply, that it is a portent 
of something terrible. 
 
There is a rapping on my forehead, as though someone is trying to get 
in. Or a fearful storm is brewing. The sea changes under the early evening 
light from green to blue. 
29th November 1838
A lump rises from my chest, hurting my throat when I swallow. Bro 
has just insulted me. Accusing me of being quixotic. Until now I have always 
accepted Bro’s opinions in the end. But are we in the same league?
Bro stops reading The Times, looks down on me. 
Cautiously he stands, moves as though the floorboards might bite his 
feet; his face is lapped by a pristine blue reflected off the ceiling—the transient 
quality the winter sun gives the water, quivering, trembling.
‘Where are you going this evening?’ I ask. 
Strolling to my doorway, ‘Nowhere,’ Bro replies curtly. ‘There’s an 
article here concerning the Poor Law Amendment Act and declaring poverty 
in England is a crime.’ Bro settles in the armchair opposite my bed.
After he has finished reading I say, ‘The Reform Bill opened many op-
portunities for change.’
‘It constituted a major historical event.’
‘What is history? Events I am told occurred, but that was, perhaps, only 
one person’s view. There is still much room for improvement. Workhouse 
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orphanages are appalling, shocking prison-like conditions prevail. Do you 
remember that cartoon of a woman, manacled, giving birth, in the forefront 
naked children being beaten? Do you not then conjure up in your mind visions 
of chimney sweeps and rag-pickers forced to start work before dawn and finish 
well after dusk, children who never see the sun but on the Sabbath? Picture 
an infant of four, dying, wedged in the bends of a chimney. Imagine that!’
‘That isn’t true,’ Bro says.
I say to Bro, ‘In my imagination it is—which is the same, you know, as 
its actually being so.’ My pilgrimage from this high mountain, is to reach the 
oppressed through thought, to create those images within my mind and then 
live with them. ‘Can we not imagine ourselves into another’s skin? Can we not 
dream ourselves into another world, as did the prophet and dreamer, Isaiah? 
Give breath and life to histories that otherwise might not live? Philosophers, 
poets, dreamers, can we let the silenced speak?’
Bro’s footsteps are abrupt and hard descending the carpeted stairs.
Night encroaches. The thudding in my head is more like some creature 
trying to escape, not get in. One is permitted to let feelings out by weeping, 
though to weep pains my chest and will cause my fever to rise. I fear for my 
health only because of the pain my loss would bring to my family. Death itself 
is a bridge. I fear it not.
January 3rd 1839
We are stuck in the month of January. 
I expect Bro wishes to see Sam as much as any of us here in Torquay. 
Dear Bro was up after midnight writing to Sam. I have a great mind to write 
on the question of slavery, among other injustices. I have been and always will 
be deeply disturbed for it appears that although as poets we have a solemn 
responsibility to do so this subject is, I fear, perhaps beyond my sympathies, 
and even beyond the sphere of human poetry in its “absolute unapproachable 
ness.” Some concerns are more expressible by a woman than a man; or by a 
man than a woman. Is this so with black and white; slave and master? Confined 
to this bed, my stage has become my soul, but a page filled with poetry can 
be a stage for life as much as a play, a novel, a tapestry. Despite all dear Papa 
says I instinctively believe a woman does have a business with questions like 
the question of slavery. If she thinks not she had better use the pen no more. 
She had better subside into slavery and concubinage herself, as in times of 
old, shut herself up with the Penelopes in the “woman’s department,” and 
take no rank among the thinkers and speakers. I can at least thank God that 
I am not an American. How they have looked serenely at slavery for so long 
I cannot understand, and I distrust their power to explain.
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Thursday 19th April 1839
My dear Sam,
...Tell Arabel that I cant wait any longer for Miss Bordman’s note… She 
must have quite forgotten me to have such an idea of my patience. Tell her she 
had far better put everything into a bandbox & with them, a packet of letters 
& my satin bonnet. Dr. Barry told me two or three days ago that he hoped 
to get me into the air in a month’s time!! & I cant go out without a bonnet. 
That’s certain! & I have not any here except a black one. So tell Arabel to 
pack up the bandbox, & send it--not in a month but NOW!
Chapter Two
Sheba
Cinnamon Hill Estate
April, 1838
Yawning long, loud Fuuuuffuu-ffuu abeng swallows Lickle Phoebe’s 
bawling. Happily me body moves under Isaac’s, moving on love. Isaac’s breath 
in me ear smothers more gentle rhythm of sea licking shore, hungrily shifting 
sand deep into a watery belly. 
Leaves rustle when we shuffle-drag weself from sack’s warm dent. Me 
eyes wrestle with darkness. Blindly me fingers touch axe, hoe, billhook, all 
sleeping beside machete against wattle shack wall.
Me first in line, picking a way we’d beaten, air sticky amidst waist-deep 
grasses, path sealed in a strange silence of empty shacks, provision grounds 
in hills above. But Isaac’s voice thrusts out ahead of me, chanting, ‘Hi! de 
buckra, hi!’ a deep-toned song through me soul. Me file after Isaac through 
cane piece gate where cinnamon treetops join in a arch, following him machete 
blade sprouting over him shoulder. Slowly me voice meets Isaac’s, and soon 
all we voices grow as one rumble pouring up into sky, held by nearly coming 
day’s yellow-grey glow. 
Bad spirits, waiting to suck pickney blood, feed round cotton tree trunks. 
Lickle Phoebe, Harry, all them pickney run from cotton tree branches we pass 
beneath. Bad spirits stir, swirling round tangled roots. Branches dance and sway 
above sameway as arms can, fe cotton tree possess a soul. Tall grasses grapple 
with legs straying from cane piece track, sliding alongside cattle pen. Heavily 
tools rest on shoulders now, telling me we almost on main cane piece track.
‘Buckra comin,’ is Isaac’s voice.
‘Silent!’ me hiss. Suddenly we more still than cinnamon tree. No one 
move sept head overseer. Although we stand together, each one now alone. 
But nothing have life on its own forever. All we’s one soul. Me fear harm Isaac 
want to do to Mister Sam’s great house Isaac will do to himself; to me. To all 
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of we. If me hurt somebody, is me who hurt. Me know. 
Overseer’s lantern searches wide round cane piece, back and forth, 
back and forth, back and forth him yellow lantern glow, gaudy like blinkie-
blinkie. 
‘Me naa do it, me radda go to me sack,’ Windsor say. ‘Me gawn back 
now.’
‘We family.’ Slapping de ground with him foot, Isaac pleads, ‘Windsor, 
yu cyan go, yu me brodda!’
Saying no more Windsor strays off into morning darkness. Taking. Tak-
ing. Taking. All them that won’t work take. Take what small hope we have to 
get canes cut, get crop in. 
‘Sheba?’ is Isaac, gentle-soft him voice slips into me ear.
‘Aha,’ me say.
‘Yu gawn back?’ Isaac’s voice leads me to grassy hollow he settled in. 
Sliding sideways, Isaac makes room fe me to sit beside he and Eleanor.
‘Minister say if we work hard Lord will protect we,’ me feel say. Elbow-
ing me chest, Isaac’s deeply mad, for him back’s turned on de Lord. Me 
snuggle against him shoulder, me weary head sinking into me neck—sleepy 
weak—though sleep’s a day away. Me hear Isaac suck in him cheek, make sche-
upsing sounds, suck air between him teeth. Folding arms around him—Isaac, 
me—we wrap weself together. Tight. More tight than mango flesh clings to 
mango stone. More tight than ever. You reach into me heart, Isaac; you stay 
deep at de core of me body. But darkness of night lives in each day and we 
cyan hide in forest fe everything far and near consider we prey. Me looking 
up to dawn star fe hope, fe buckra breaks black woman like he breaks him 
horse. By riding she. Long ago Eleanor warned me, and she always right. But 
she no look at me that day fe she telled me, ‘Sheba, yu mama ded. Died in 
Kingstan lang ago’.
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